Volume 2001

Issue 24

7-15-2001

The Bridge
Richard Reilly

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle
Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Reilly, Richard (2001) "The Bridge," The Mythic Circle: Vol. 2001: Iss. 24, Article 16.
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle/vol2001/iss24/16

This Fiction is brought to you for free and open
access by the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital
Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in The
Mythic Circle by an authorized editor of SWOSU
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is
available upon request. For more information, please
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu.

To join the Mythopoeic Society go
to: http://www.mythsoc.org/
join.htm

Article 16

Online Summer Seminar 2023
August 5-6, 2023: Fantasy Goes to Hell: Depictions of Hell in Modern Fantasy Texts
https://mythsoc.org/oms/oms-2023.htm

The Bridge

This fiction is available in The Mythic Circle: https://dc.swosu.edu/mcircle/vol2001/iss24/16

The Bridge
by
Richard Reilly
There once was a troll who lived beneath
a bridge, charging a fee for its use. That is

not unusual, but how he came to be there is.
That is the story I will tell today ..
Now the first thing you must understand
about the troll is that he wasn't very bright.
Second, you must know he wasn't happy.
Why wasn't he happy? Because he was a
troll, of course. He bad scabby green skin,
his body was crooked and thin, and his
limbs were bent at odd angles. His breath
smelled like dead fish, his teeth were sharp
as needles, and he could not help biting his
cheeks with his misaligned jaws. His eyes
bulged out so fur that he couldn't shut his
eyelids. He was so ugly that even other
trolls wouldn't look at him. And he could
never see the sun, for sunlight turns trolls to
stone. The troll of our story hated all that he ·
was. He longed for a way to change.
But that was before he built the bridge.
One night he was walking in the
mountains beside a lake, slowly to avoid
tripping over his legs. The mountains were
silhouetted against the light .of the rising
moon. The troll stopped to watch as the
moon slowly appeared. There is no sun at
night, he thought, only the reflection of its
light. The sun, 'twas said, was a thousand
times brighter. It must therefore, he
· reasoned, be a thousand times more
· beautiful .as well. But he knew he would
: never seeit.
. Grurnpilyhe sat down, idly .scratching
crooked lines in the sand with his fingers.
He bowed his head, bit bis lip, and because
it hurt, because everything in his life hurt so
much, he began to cry.

Suddenly a voice spoke beside him.
"Why are you sad, good troll?"
Startled, the troll looked up. Beside
him, floating in the air, was a tiny man with
long golden hair and glowing translucent
wings: a fairy. He had never seen a fairy
before; it was very beautiful, and he stared.
Then, realizing he was staring, he said:
"You scared me."
"I'm sorry," said the fairy. "It is
difficult not to sneak upon-people, since I
fly. If you would rather be alone, please say
so. But if you are sad, and would like
someone to confide in, please consider me a
friend. My name is Tom."
Slowly the words sank into the troll's
sluggish brain. He did not understand all the
fairy had said: it had spoken too fast, and
some of its words, like "confide", were new
to him. But he understood the fairy's
general intent: this beautiful glowing
creature wanted to be his friend. The troJl
began to cry again.
"Why are you crying?" Tom asked.
The troll snuffled his nose on his
knuckles, and said: "I am a troll. . Is that not
reason enough?"
"But I have seen other trolls, and they
were not all crying. In fact, you are thefirst
crying trollI've ever seen."
"They must not be as wretched as I am;"
the troll replied.
"Well, why ate you wretched?"
. · · . Then the troll began reciting a whole
litany of troll-wretchedness; a complete list
of every pain he'd ever suffered. He may
not have been smart, but he had a good
memory. From the cut he'd received by his
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mother's claws while suckling sour milk
from her breast, to the lip still bleeding from
the bite just moments before, he told all At

last he concluded:
"But that is not the worst of it. I could
live with the pain and the ugliness, I could
live with it all, except for one thing."
"What's that?" the fairy asked.
''You."
"Me?''
"Yes, you, but not just you. You, and
the moon, and the stars, and trees, and
singing birds and flowers, all things
beautiful When I see you; when I think of
you, and myself, and bow far I am from you.
. . when I think of how I will never be like
you ... that is the greatest pain of all." - ·
The two gazed at each other silently for
a moment, then both bowed their heads.
"If only I could see the sun," the troll
muttered.
"What's that? The sun?"
"Yes, I have beard 'it is very beautiful
But I am a troll, I can never see it: its light
falling on me would tum me to stone." He
was quiet a moment, then added: "Though
sometimes I think it would be worth it."
''But wouldn't its beauty cause you more
pain?" Tom asked.
"I know," said the troll. "Yet I long. to
see it still. .For each morning I hear the birds
chirping joyously to greet it. I've seen the
trees and animals and flowers which grow
from its light. I've felt its warmth: the air it
warms seeps into my cave and feels good on
my creaking bones. And I've sometimes
thought that perhaps, ifl could only see
it ... " he hesitated.
"Go on."
,
"I thought it might change me,
somehow," the troll said quietly, then looked
away across the lake.

For several moments Tom studied him,
thoughtfully. At last he said: "My dear
troll, I know a way you can see it."
"What?''
"I said, 'I know a way you can see it."'
"Oh, do not joke with me, please. I am
in enough pain."
"But I'm not joking, troll There is a
place--a cave--in which the sun shines at
mid-day on a pool which lies at its center.
You could go to that cave and see the sun's
reflection! It is not quite the same as seeing
it directly, bat the pool is perfectly still, and
you would not have to turn to stone seeing
it."
. Thetroll was excited. ''This cave .
Where is it?"
"Why, not far at all! Do you see that
island out there?" he pointed across the
lake. .
"Yes," the troll nodded.
"It is there. Not even a mile from here.
-You see how it is rocky, kind of a hill? The
cave ~ inside. It is the Jake water itself that
forms the pool"
"But bow will I get there? I cannot
swim."
"Hmm. That is a problem." The fairy
considered a moment. "You could perhaps
build a boat."
''Yes?"

"But boats are dangerous, especially if
not built well, or handled by a ... well,
clumsy creature. - You could fall in the lake
and drown. There must be a better way."
The troll looked down, discouraged. "I
don't suppose You could ... "
"Carry you?"
. The troll looked at him hopefully.
"Certainly not. You are much too
. -_heavy for my small wings. But say, here's an
idea. Why don't you build a bridge?"
"A bridge?"
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"Yes, of course, a bridge. After all, you
are a troll, and bridge-building does seem
the one thing you trolls are naturally good
at. I mean, you do know how to build a
bridge, don't you?"
. "Yes, my father taught me. But it is so
far."
"All the more reason to do it!" the fairy ·
'

..

...

exclaimed. "Think of it. 'It would be the
biggest bridge a troll had ever built-biggest
I'd know of anyway. And it would be a
bridge to the sun! Why, you could tell all the
other trolls about it, and they'd all come to
see. You'd be a hero."
"Yesl'tdecided the troll.' ''I will do it."
And so began the biggest bridgebuilding project a troll did ever embark
upon. He began that very night, circling the
lake, to find where the island was closest to
shore. - For three nights he planned the
bridge, scratching a blueprint on the side of
a rock. He examined 'the .trees, finding those
that were long and straight. -He made himself
tools from stone and wood. And then he
began to build. Each night, from sunset to
sunrise, be toiled to construct his bridge.
And· every night Tom came to encourage
him.
"It is a wonderful bridge!" the fairy
shouted one night, .while the troll fitted a log ..
into place. "Your father taught you well"
"My mother taught me too," the troll
replied, grunting.
"They both would havebeen proud."
On and on the troll labored .. Weeks
passed, and the bridge slowly stretched
across the water . .The troll's muscles grew
strong, his joints were creaking less, but he .
hardly noticed.. Twice there were mishaps.
A softspot on the Jake's bottom gave way
and half.of the bridge collapsed, delaying its
completion by several weeks. Another time
the troll tripped, falling into the water, and
would have drowned had the fairy not

.thrown him a rope. Each time the troll was
discouraged and considered quitting, but the
fairy said, "No troll who gave up was ever
remembered for anything."
And so the troll continued.
As the bridge neared the island's shore
the troll grew more excited. He felt almost
that the sun was calling to him. All this time
be'd been imagining it, glorifying it in his
daydreams. He wanted to embrace it, to
melt into it, consumed by its light and
warmth. Of course he knew he would only
be seeing its reflection, but its beauty, he
was sure, was a million times that of the
moon. He would fill his senses with that
beauty and forget himself entirely.
Sometimes it was all he could do to .
keep from throwing himself into the lake
and floundering his way toward shore. Once
he even had the bright idea of tossing a log
in the water to support himself while he
paddled. But Torn discouraged him.
"Finish the·bridge first," he said. "It will
only be a few more days. You'll live until
then. Think of the story you'll be able to
tell. 'I built a bridge to the island of the sun,'
you'll say."
·
.
The bridge took nearly a year to build.
When at last it reached the shallows near
the island the troll could no longer wait. On
· a night when Tom was not there to restrain
him, he jumped. The icy water froze his
skin, sharp rocks stabbed his feet, but he
hardly noticed as he ran toward shore.
''I did it. I did it," he shouted, racing up
among the trees. He-did not even pause to .
. look back but chaiged up the rocky slope.
. "Where is it? Where is it?" He looked left .
and right, up and down, fur a cave, a
crevice, a hole in the ground. He .climbed to·.
the top of the island \mt saw nothing. "He
said it was at the center," the troll gasped.
"But the way in, where is it?"
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A dark shadow caught his eye and he
ran toward it, but it was no more than that
He raced up and down the island on all sides
and found nothing. At last he stopped at the
lake's edge and shouted: "Tom! Ican't find
it!" His call echoed back from the dist.ant
mountains.
''Tom!"
All was quiet. A suspicion wormed its
way in.to the back of the troll's brain and
lodged itself there.
"No," he said, and again started to run.
He ran a spiral path around the island,
climbing a little higher with each circuit.
Still he found nothing. When he reached the
top, he stood gasping, and cried: "No!"
But no one seemed to hear.
He fell to the ground, crying. He could
hardly bear it. All that work, for what?
Nothing! Why had the fairy tricked him?
Why? Why?
Exhausted, he fell asleep.
He awoke to the sound of chirping birds:
sunrise. The sun would be up soon. He had
no place to hide here. If he stayed, he would
be turned to stone. But he didn't care. He
wanted to see the sun, didn't be? He didn't
have anything else to live for. He rolled
over and lay on his back, thinking: I will lie
here, watch the sun come up, and die.
And there floating above him was Tom. .
"You!" the troll said, leaping up and
grabbing for him. "You tricked me! There's
no cave oftbe sun here!"
"I'm sorry," said the fairy, dodging. "It
was a lie, I admit. You just seemed so ...

unhappy."

.

.

''Unhappy?! -You think I'm happy now?
Ifl could get my hand on you, I'd tear your
wings off!"
.
"Then it's a good thing you can't catch
me!" called the fairy, as he was chased
down the hill by the troll. "But think about

it a moment, will you? Do you really have

reason to be unhappy?"
"I just wasted a year building a bridge
that goes nowhere!"
"That's right," Tom replied, moving out
over the water. "There it is now. Finest
bridge I've ever seen, although it's not quite
finished."
The troll splashed into the water, then
stopped and looked at the bridge=his bridge
--spanning the still water in the light of
dawn. It was indeed a fine bridge.
"But it goes nowhere," he protested.
"So what?'' said the fairy. "Most bridges
go nowhere when you come right down to it.
People think they go somewhere and spend
all their time crossing back and forth, and
they're always building new ones. But when
you come right down to it, most of them
would've been happier if they'd just stayed
home."
"Are you trying to say that I didn't waste
my time?" growled the troll, having the
· strange feeling he was being taught
something, though he didn't know what.
"You built a fine bridge. No, not just
fine ... a beautiful bridge. Look at the way
it arcs over the water. It's a work of art
really. And besides, it doesn't go nowhere.
This island is real pretty, if you'd stop to
take a look at it. So you tell me: did you
waste your time?"
The troll looked at the bridge, following
its length from the lake's outer shore to the
island, and he looked at the island: 'twas
pretty, as the fairy said. But then he saw the
· light of dawn through the trees, and
remembered the sun he'd come to see. In a
few moments it would rise and, if he did not
run fast, turn him to stone.
He turned back toward the fairy and
glared at him.
"I am going to kill you," he said, and
Iunged,
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The fairy, of course, was too fast for

him, and raced away across the water. The
· troll pursued on the bridge, shouting: "111
kill you. I'll kill you!" But the fairy was
soon out of sight. The troll, however, kept
running, He ran into the forest and entered
his cave just moments before the sun's rays
could find him. There be sat, rocking in
anger for hours. If he could just get his
hands on rhat fairy...
He never saw Tom again, however.
After a few weeks of searching, his
anger began to subside, and he returned to
the lakeside to look at the bridge. He was
thinking about tearing it down, just to show
the fairy how angry he was. But then he
noticed something: there were trolls on his
bridge, with fishing poles.
"Heyl'the shouted, running toward
them. "What are you doing out there? This
is my bridge!"
The trolls quavered at the sight of the
huge muscular troll running toward them.
"We're sorry." they said. "We didn't know.
We would've paid you, but no one was
here."
The troll stopped. "Well, you shouldn't
have used it at all then. But I guess you can
pay me now."

.·· .....

. "Of course," they said. "What is the
price?"
The troll thought back. His parents had
charged a silver, but their bridge was tiny
compared to this, and that was a long time
ago.
''One gold coin each," he announced.
In a few moments, he held three .gold
coins in his band. He fingered them idly as
he walked back to shore, a scheme forming
slowly in his brain. Three gold coins! That
was quite a profit. Ifhe made that much
each night he would soon be a-wealthy troll.
He wondered what he might do with that
· wealth, Perhaps he could hire doctors; they
might cure his arthritis, straighten his limbs
and jaw. A little surgery might even make
him look nice. And clothes, he could afford
good clothes, and a comfortable bed, and
food.
In the next few weeks he finished the
bridge. Beneath one end he built a house,
and a gate which he could control from
inside, so that he could chargefeesboth day
and night. On the· island he built a park-swing-sets and picnic tables-then he
traveled around the forest putting signs up to
advertise. He called it the bridge to Sunny
Island.
He died a wealthy troll.
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